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Background
As a field, cultural anthropology has long struggled to understand its place among the social sciences. Anthropology relies primarily on qualitative data in collected through observation, participation, and interviews. Other fields, like economics, sociology, or psychology focus more on quantative data and statistics. Both of these methods provide valuable insights into human sociality, but qualitative methods are often overlooked because of the perceived inaccuracy of data collected in a subjective way. Much more than with quantitative data, qualitative data are subject to the interpretation of the person who collects it. As a result, anthropological studies aren't as repeatable as those conducted in other social sciences. Anthropologists also tend not to propose testable hypotheses and design experiments to resolve them. They look for situations in which they might find an important perspective on general issues of interest, like group formation, rule making and breaking, kinship structures, conflict patterns, or gender roles. This holistic perspective puts anthropology in a position to contribute in ways that other disciplines can't, and adds in significant ways to our understanding of social and cultural issues.
Historically, anthropologists were expected to travel to exotic locations to study these sorts of questions. They would live amongst these cultures for years, building rapport with the community and interviewing its members. Based on their experiences, they would gain a rich understanding for the culture in which they spent their time. The expectation was that through building an appreciation for the huge variety of ways in which humans organize themselves, we would learn more about what it means to be human. The concept of culture I espouse, and whose utility the essays below attempt to demonstrate, is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning.
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In this quote he lays out a fundamental understanding of anthropology -that it is an inherently interpretive science, and that its successful execution gives us meaning, not law. Later in the same essay, he explains more practically what this means. He uses the example of a wink; a simple physical gesture, but one whose meaning is wrapped up in, as Geertz describes it, a "web of significance."
Consider, Geertz suggests, …two boys rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eyes. In one, this is an involuntary twitch; in the other, a conspiratorial signal to a friend. The two movements are, as movements, identical; from an I-am-a-camera, "phenomenalistic" observation of them alone, one could not tell which was twitch and which was wink, or indeed whether both or either was twitch or wink. Yet this difference, however unphotographable, between a twitch and a wink is vast; as anyone unfortunate enough to have had the first taken for the second knows.
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This transition from description of the action to the interpretation of its meaning is the object of an ethnography, and it was what I strove to do with this paper.
Though this paper is largely an ethnography, it is an ethnography of a particular kind of place -a synthetic world. Writing about these places, scholarly and otherwise, is as old as the worlds themselves. While it would be difficult to describe the study of synthetic worlds as a discipline, it is worth briefly discussing the history of synthetic worlds and some of the canonical knowledge about them. As the number of synthetic worlds multiplied, Bartle recognized that they differ on two basic axes: how persistent are player interactions with the world and how many people can build new objects or functionality for the world? For the sake of simplicity, I will call these axes persistence and building respectively.
These two axes define a space in which individual worlds can be placed. To further simplify this space, we will consider the two most populous quadrantslow persistence, low building and high persistence, high building. Bartle's has also written the seminal text on player motivations in synthetic worlds, loosely dividing players into four categories: killers, achievers, socializers, and explorers. 12 Based on his experiences building and managing MUDs, he describes how these different player types interact with the world and why they enjoy spending time in the world. He also identifies the ways in which populations of different player types interact, for example he suggests that increasing the number of killer type players in a world will decrease the number of achiever type players, and the more explorers in a world, the more new explorer type players it will attract.
Another early work to argue that meaningful sociality was taking place in synthetic worlds was the 1991 paper by game designers Chip Morningstar and F.
Randall Farmer. 13 They focus on the meaning of the world to users, and the ways in which design decisions can have profound effects on sociality within the game. Habitat was of particular importance because it the first graphical synthetic world, and unlike most other synthetic worlds at the time, was a commercial venture in which users paid to spend time in the world. The authors wrestle with questions of immersion, player governance, and death -issues that are still quite relevant in modern synthetic worlds.
More recently, sociology student Nick Yee has taken another look at Bartle's player types, using survey and statistical methodologies. 14 He developed a survey with statements like "I like to say funny things in group/guild chat."
Respondents to the survey were asked to rate how much they agreed with the 16 He argues convincingly that the value of money and items in synthetic worlds is real in precisely the same way that money is meaningful outside of synthetic worlds. The heart of the book argues that the boundaries between synthetic worlds and the real world are best characterized as a "pourous membrane," and describes how events in the real and synthetic worlds influence each other in terms of markets, politics, and law. While it has been a common understanding for some time that the boundaries between the synthetic and real worlds are not solid, Castronova's book provides a broader view on the issue than has been previously articulated.
Other work has been done to study online communities more generally.
Sociologist Barry Wellman has spent most of his career exploring community issues, and has published a wide range of papers about the role of online technology in society. In his 1997 paper titled "Net Surfers Don't Ride Alone:
Virtual Communities as Communities," he explores online communities in the way that sociologists have typically studied offline communities, and demonstrates how online communities are different than offline communities, but that they are not a priori a bad thing, that in fact there is significant evidence that they play a positive role for many people. His findings about online communities generally are relevant to synthetic world work because they help to provide the scholarly motivation to studying sociality online in the first place. 
Justification
Connections to Other Work
While my original goals were vague, and more interested in methods (ethnography) and subject (game worlds) than a specific hypothesis, through the process of doing the ethnography, I settled on one particular goal: to show the ways in which sociality in the synthetic world is bound to sociality in the real world.
This is a significant proposition to make. . Though buying and selling virtual items is fairly common, it still seems foreign enough to be funny; the idea that real money is paid for objects that exist only an in alternate fantasy universe is not yet a familiar one. 23 I expect that as these synthetic worlds become more common, offline lawmakers and law enforcement will pay an increasing amount of attention to the events inside online worlds.
Recognizing that the boundaries between synthetic worlds and offline interaction are porous -both in terms of money as well as socially-is not in and of itself a new conclusion. What this paper adds to the discussion is a specific understanding of the processes through which players surround themselves by people whom they know outside of the game and how this affects the resolution of conflict within the game.
This compliments the recent findings by other researchers. In a paper 
Why Study World of Warcraft?
I decided to do my ethnography in World of Warcraft. It was a world with which I had some personal experience -around 100 hours in the game -which I hoped would enable me to better connect with interviewees. I felt that if I had a basic understanding of the world, it would save them from having to explain everything to me. I also expected that it would legitimize me in some sense. I would be able to say, "I take this seriously too, because I've played the game myself." In retrospect, I don't think this was as necessary as I imagined it would be. Most of the players I interviewed operated at a completely different level in the game, that my existing knowledge was only marginally useful. It was also something of a barrier, because I took too much about the experience of living in the world for granted, when an outsider might have been more inquisitive. There also wasn't much skepticism on the part of my interviewees; I never felt like I had anything to prove to them in terms of gamer credentials.
While popularity alone isn't a sufficient reason to study a particular world, it did suggest that World of Warcraft was worth understanding. World of Wacraft's popularity will also play a role in guiding the development of future game worlds. The process of developing, marketing, and supporting games has become incredibly costly. As a result, game financers tend to be conservative, trying to fund games that don't deviate far from known successful formulas.
World of Warcraft's incredible commercial success means that many of its approaches to, for instance, guilds, raids, and item distribution, will likely be inherited in some form by future games. As these game worlds become more popular, it is particularly important that we understand their relationship to sociality more broadly.
Investigating 
Reflection
In some ways, this project has come full circle. When I first started thinking about studying World of Warcraft, I was drawn to conflicts surrounding the distribution of items. Based on the time I had spent playing the game and my general knowledge about it, I imagined that this would be where the most contentious and significant conflicts would occur, which could be a great starting point for an ethnography of World of Warcraft. As I began to do more reading on the subject both of synthetic worlds in general and World of Warcraft in particular, I shifted away from this focus. It didn't seem like there would be enough depth there for an entire paper, and I wasn't confident that there were significant anthropological questions to answer about this process. I was afraid I would end up describing a sort of social algorithm for the distribution of items.
Instead, I decided to focus on guilds. This happened for two reasons. First, I had been doing a lot of reading about studies done on earlier synthetic worlds. I felt like a lot of complexities and interesting questions about those worlds had already been well approached, and I didn't want to rehash old issues of identity and gender play, language and naming, real versus virtual, and so on. I also felt like these issues had been in some ways avoided in modern graphical game worlds, like World of Warcraft. I didn't see World of Warcraft as the same kind of social playground that worlds like LambdaMOO had been, and I wanted to study a phenomenon that was unique to game worlds, and thus might be useful in understanding the worlds that were so hugely popular. I expected that studying guild sociality would help me describe how game worlds were different from social worlds, and still home to interesting social phenomena.
In the beginning, my plan was to do a series of interviews with Olin students, and then use my findings from those interviews to craft a more involved interview process with people outside Olin. This second phase would hopefully include in-game photo diaries, and more focused in-person interviews.
Based on my first phase interviews, it seemed like conflict in and between guilds was a particularly fertile area of study, and so I crafted a new interview protocol to study those issues. Ultimately, I was only able to conduct one interview using the new protocol. This meant that my data about conflicts was not as rich as I was hoping it would be.
When I finally sat down to do analysis on the data I had collected, it became clear that I had come full circle. Guilds were only part of the story. What was most significant was the extent to which the so-called real worlds and synthetic worlds were entwined, and the point at which this was most notable was in the resolution of disputes about items. Though this finding brought me back to my original idea, I had come at it from another direction -offline relationships. Had I simply tried to study etiquette and norms about item distribution, I may not have found the evidence about offline relationships.
What I Would Do Differently
Looking I also struggled a lot with the tone and balance of the final deliverable.
The paper was supposed to be situated in the discipline of anthropology, so I needed to motivate the work in terms anthropologists would be interested in.
Unfortunately, I didn't have a lot of role models here. A lot of the materials I read about synthetic worlds were casual commentary, like the blog Terra Nova
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, in which leading synthetic world academics discuss synthetic world issues. In that sort of context, it's taken for granted that synthetic worlds are worth studying, and it was rare to find the kind of scholarly justification I felt like I needed. I also felt sort of overwhelmed by how much had already been done in this field. I
wanted to produce something that was both new and interesting to researchers in the field, but didn't know how to write both for current researchers and for an anthropologist interested in synthetic worlds.
I would have been helped with this had I spent more time reading major anthropological works about the themes I was writing about. In retrospect, it strikes me that this sort of recursive world within a world is not a phenomenon unique to synthetic worlds. There might be similar phenomena observed among amateur sports teams, or other games. Also, having more background in anthropological literature would probably have helped me feel more comfortable with the ways in which anthropologists justify research in this area.
